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Abstract 
Aboriginal women are said to be within the ‘margin’ or 
‘marginal’ as the dominant view is ‘centred’. Often in 
some of the discourses, we are an appendage to the main 
body of work, like an afterthought that is not separated, 
but lost within the text of the dominant voice. For 
example, Hage (1998), in reflecting on his own book, 
states “I have become very aware, only belatedly, that this 
book fails to incorporate the problematic representation of 
Aboriginality within white fantasies” (p. 24). This paper 
will present some of the issues of marginality as it relates 
to Aboriginal women in Australia. Verbal narratives from 
interviews undertaken with Aboriginal women in 
Rockhampton will additionally be incorporated and offer 
the experience of their lived realities. 
Introduction 
To work with Aboriginal women and giving voice to 
each other, and then for me not to have a voice within 
my work and also within the context of my public work 
is a contradiction. As Aileen Moreton-Robinson (2000) 
wrote when referring to her work representing an 
Indigenous standpoint within Australian feminism, “My 
role as an academic analyst is inextricable from my 
embodiment as an Indigenous woman” (p. xvi). 
Moreton-Robinson argues that she cannot separate her 
Aboriginal self away from her academic analyst self. 
Aboriginality implies certain assumptions about how 
one sees the world in the same way that other cultures, 
including Anglo-Australians, have a set of assumptions 
related to how they see the world. I thus acknowledge 
my own Aboriginality in the same way that Aileen 
Moreton-Robinson acknowledges her Aboriginality as 
integral to her research. I am an Aboriginal woman 
from the South-east Queensland region. 
Aboriginal women are designated as Other, yet still 
encompassed within dominant Australian society. Our 
colonial experiences are tied to the colonisers. I know 
few other words to describe people who are not 
Indigenous. I have learnt that one is either Indigenous 
or non-Indigenous, Aboriginal or non-Aboriginal. I 
have learnt that one is either white or not-white, Anglo-
Australian or Other, or Australian or Other. Some 
women are mixtures of the binary, the coloniser and 
colonised within their bodies and within their cultural 
memories (Croft, 2003). In essence, this is the 
problematic nature of the constructed discourse and 
Australia’s colonised history. Aboriginal women have 
an understanding of their subjective identity of the 
labelled ‘Other’ through lived experiences. In addition, 
Aboriginal women also have an understanding of 
people from the dominating culture as ‘Other’.  
Aboriginal Women and Feminism 
A number of Aboriginal women have examined the 
issues of feminism in relation to Aboriginal women 
generally or as individuals (Moreton-Robinson, 2000). 
Historically, Aboriginal women generally found little 
comfort or support from non-Indigenous women in 
Australia who were additionally involved in this 
subordination. The majority of non-Indigenous women 
were historically also active participants in the 
marginalisation and the denial of human, civil, political, 
legal, sexual and Indigenous rights of Aboriginal 
women. Their attitudes, like male attitudes, are forged 
within a different race, class, sex, colonialist and neo-
colonialist practice. Non-Indigenous women have 
benefited and profited from past and continued 
marginalisation and oppression of Aboriginal women. 
They are therefore not separate in how they view 
Aboriginal women and Aboriginality. Despite the 
struggle for women’s rights and the growth in 
momentum of the women’s movement in Australia, the 
positioning of Aboriginal women remained stagnant for 
many years. In a well-known and often repeated 
analysis, Aboriginal writer, Jackie Huggins (1994) in 
her discussion of the place of Aboriginal women and the 
White Women’s Movement suggests that, 
 
Aboriginal women are viewed as the ‘other’ based 
on a menial or sexual image: as more sexual but 
less cerebral, more interesting perhaps but less 
intellectual, more passive but less critical, more 
emotional but less analytical, more exotic but less 
articulate, more withdrawn but less direct, more 
cultural but less stimulating, more oppressed but 
less political than they are (p. 77). 
 
Huggins made an important contribution to Australian 
feminism and has challenged the Australian feminist 
movement in its attitude and perception of Aboriginal 
women. Aileen Moreton-Robinson (2000) incorporates 
the earlier work of Aboriginal women such as Jackie 
Huggins. She provides an Indigenous standpoint from 
which to view feminism in Australia and offers a 
rigorous explanation to Australian history, race, gender 
and class issues within Australian feminism. She places 
a major challenge to the Australian Women’s 
Movement. In her work, she presents the Women’s 
Movement in Australia as being essentially ‘white 
middle class women’s business’. She provides examples 
as to how anthropological, feminist and academic 
interpretations of “Indigenous woman” are in many 
instances reinterpretations of Aboriginal women’s lived 
experiences. Furthermore, she maintains that the 
reinterpretations erase our subjectivity, because of the 
conventions of representation bounded by their 
discipline as well as with university and political and 
white Australian culture. It is how we are written about 
and the positioning from which we are written about. I 
add to this it is also how we are thought about and 
talked about. In the process of how we are thought 
about, talked about and written about, we become 
objects and ‘Other’.  
Aboriginal Women’s Subjectivity 
When one looks from a non-Indigenous Australian 
viewpoint, the dominant view is that Aboriginal women 
are away from the centre, living in or at the margin 
from the dominant viewpoint. We are designated as 
‘Other’ by the dominant society. Fanon (1971) 
explained that for the “native, objectivity is always 
directed against him” (p. 61). The problem for us as 
Aboriginal women arises when the objective view is 
seen as more reliable and more accurate than our own 
stories and understandings about ourselves. Sometimes 
people who have studied Aboriginal history at 
university or worked in an Aboriginal program with the 
government or worked within or at the fringes of an 
Aboriginal community seem to acquire the innate 
ability to be ‘more objective’ and to understand 
Aboriginal people, what Aboriginal people doing and 
how and why Aboriginal people are doing it. The same 
principle applies to the study of animals. The difference 
is that animals cannot talk. We as Aboriginal people 
can talk, think, do, and interpret for ourselves. The State 
also supports this when it engages the objective view of 
us developed by non-Indigenous experts about 
Aboriginal women. Some of these accounts also include 
Aboriginal subjective information (narrative) in the 
form of quotes. Therefore, non-Indigenous people use 
Aboriginal subjectivity to substantiate their arguments 
about Aboriginal people. When Aboriginal women use 
Aboriginal women’s stories and understandings it is 
sometimes seen as being too subjective, ‘too close’ to 
what is happening. I have heard that Aboriginal women 
when speaking from the first person speak from the 
“emotional and not the analytical”. This offers an 
example to the words of Jackie Huggins quoted in the 
previous section. This rule does not apply to non-
Indigenous women who are not deemed ‘too close’, 
‘too emotional’ or subjective to the issues of non-
Indigenous women or indeed all women. They are 
deemed ‘passionate about the issues’. Aboriginal 
women have long been exposed to intellectual 
imperialism and constantly struggle to defend our 
worldviews against those who wish to own them, write 
about them and denigrate them. Part of the overall 
struggle for Aboriginal women is the right to define 
ourselves. We need non-Indigenous women to stand 
with us in defending our right to define ourselves. It is 
when we stand alone in defence of our rights that we 
are also seen as not worthy of defence.  
In exploring Aboriginal women’s viewpoint in terms 
of Aboriginal society, Aboriginal women, men, children 
and community are in the centre, the rest of the world is 
at or in the margin. Within our frame of the world we 
are the sovereign women of this place, of the many 
Countries within and across the land mass now called 
Australia. As Irene Watson (1998) has argued, the 
Aboriginal way of knowing the world is not dead to 
Aboriginal men and women, but is alive in the minds of 
those who continue to see through other horizons. I 
have been at international Indigenous gatherings and 
forums and witnessed Australian Aboriginal peoples 
given recognition and respect by other Indigenous 
peoples of the world as being the ‘old living cultures in 
the world’. As an Aboriginal woman I know that I am 
connected to those who have gone before. Their 
contributions are what help make us the Aboriginal 
people we are today. We are connected in relationship 
to time immemorial, to land, between people and 
country, between the corporeal and non-corporeal 
world. Aboriginal women have different gendered 
realities from Aboriginal men, with different 
responsibilities to country. One is no less important 
than the other. Aboriginal women’s lives are based on 
interrelationships, interdependencies, interconnections 
and continuities, which form the whole. In these 
complexities, Aboriginal women were once 
empowered, sovereign women. Through the processes 
of invasion and colonisation, this all changed. 
In looking at our positioning in its entirety, Aboriginal 
women are at the margin and at the centre, within and 
without, inside and outside at the same time. Within this 
duality, there are questions such as what is the margin 
and what is the centre where Aboriginal women live 
inside as well as outside one’s Self? We know what our 
experiences are; what our lives are like and we have the 
capacity to theorise about ourselves from our 
positionings, to know what is best for us. Aboriginal 
women know when we are compared to non-Indigenous 
people that we are collectively sicker, poorer, less 
educated, more unemployed, less skilled, face greater 
numbers of our family in jail, die younger, attend a 
greater number of funerals in any one year, are subject 
to higher levels of violence, racism, sexism, are 
regarded as marginal, a minority and more, than non-
Indigenous women. We live with the day to day reality 
that our lands and rights as Indigenous women are 
constantly under threat. We do have the capacity and 
can theorise from our experiences of these multiple, 
interrelated issues and oppressions which include class, 
racism, sexism and homophobia. These oppressions 
operate simultaneously. James and Busia (1993) cite the 
work of Stimson (1989) who asserts in her analysis of 
Afro-American women that, “…although Black women 
are often characterised as victims theorising is a form of 
agency that provides them with opportunities to ‘learn, 
think, imagine, judge, listen, speak, write and act’” (p. 
2). This provides not only the individual the opportunity 
to move from the position of individual to activist, but 
for other members of the community and society to do 
so too. 
Epistemologically, experience is crucial to Aboriginal 
women’s ways of knowing and of being within 
community and within the world. It is the lives that 
Aboriginal women live within communities that nourish 
Aboriginal women in our ability to theorise about our 
lives. Aboriginal women’s broader experiences are 
essential in the analysis of their experiences of and 
access to health care and education, our engagement in 
employment and indeed all areas of Aboriginal 
women’s lives. This means an analysis needs to be 
grounded in the everyday lives of Aboriginal women. 
We cannot possibly understand the issues of Aboriginal 
women’s lives without Aboriginal women’s 
articulations and an understanding of the experiences of 
Aboriginal women. Ask yourself, why should 
Aboriginal women be burdened with fighting for rights 
that are inherently ours as Indigenous peoples and as 
human beings? 
Starting the Talk 
Aboriginal women who live within the Rockhampton 
area of the Central Queensland region were interviewed 
as part of a research project exploring how the 
relationship between health services and Aboriginal 
women can be more empowering from the viewpoints 
of Aboriginal women (See Fredericks, 2003). The 
assumption underpinning this study was that 
empowering and re-empowering practices for 
Aboriginal women can lead to improved health 
outcomes. The focus of the study arose from 
discussions with Aboriginal women in the community 
as to what they wanted me, another Aboriginal woman, 
to investigate as part of a formal research project. The 
terms empowering and re-empowering were raised 
through these early exploratory discussions. They were 
later discussed during the interviews. Re-empowerment 
was discussed from the viewpoint that Aboriginal 
women were once empowered as sovereign women 
who had control of all aspects of their lives. Aboriginal 
women became disempowered as a result of 
colonisation and thus the term re-empowering was 
discussed and agreed upon.  
The ethics process included presentations before an 
Indigenous inter-agency meeting of over 50 
representatives from community organisations and 
Indigenous work units; an Aboriginal women’s 
meeting; and an individual organisation that was 
recognised as having specific responsibility for 
women’s issues. This was in addition to the university 
ethics process. A panel of supervisors oversaw the 
project, including an Aboriginal woman recognised for 
her long-term involvement in Aboriginal women’s 
activism. She was nominated by other Aboriginal 
women in the community as the appropriate person to 
be a cultural supervisor and to assist in any cultural 
dilemmas. She worked with the other two supervisors 
who additionally provided specific research roles within 
the university environment. Twenty Aboriginal women 
participated in in-depth semi-structured, face-to-face 
interviews in a participatory-action research process, 
which incorporated the principles of an Indigenous 
methodology as put forward by Rigney (2001) and 
decolonising concepts asserted by Smith (1999). In 
addition, the process drew heavily from the field of 
ethnography (Bowling, 1997; Creswell, 1998) 
Ethnographic data collection as understood from the 
writings of Creswell can include documents, 
observations and interviewing. The benefits of 
ethnography allow for interviewees to provide “rich and 
quotable material” and “enable them to give their 
opinions in full on more complex topics” (Bowling, p. 
231). Moreover, it allows for concepts of reciprocity 
and reactivity to be enacted within the research process 
and for the researcher to be immersed in the day-to-day 
lives of the members of the research group (Creswell). 
For me as a member of the Rockhampton Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander community at that time, this 
was imperative. 
Kay’s Voice 
Kay is an Aboriginal woman and at the time the 
interviews took place, Kay was 46 years old. She 
moved to the Rockhampton area in 1995. She has two 
sons. She has been married and divorced. She has a 
partner. Kay has lived in a range of places during her 
lifetime. As a child she was removed from her 
Aboriginal mother and raised by non-Indigenous 
people. Kay was not always able to name whom she 
belongs to in terms of placement, but she now can, and 
talks about her journey to others. She has studied at 
university and works. Kay and her partner have been 
buying their home for the past 6 years. 
I have selected parts of Kay’s story to feature in more 
of a case study approach to demonstrate a range of 
issues connected with Aboriginal women’s lives past 
and present. Her story demonstrates how colonisation, 
discrimination and racism have been enacted at the 
coalface of everyday life. Furthermore it demonstrates 
that life today for many Aboriginal women is lived as 
colonised peoples who continue to be subjected to 
racism and kept impoverished by policies and 
behaviours that have their origins in history. She 
demonstrates through her words ways that Aboriginal 
women try to deal with the historical and present day 
issues. Her words outline how Aboriginal women come 
to know ourselves and how we compare when we look 
at the health statistics and life reality of non-Aboriginal 
people. This knowing ourselves and knowing the non-
Indigenous ‘Other’ is part of our reality.  
When I think about my own health issues, you’re 
hitting that statistic now, it could be good-bye anytime, 
we are all reminded of that all the time’, cause our 
mates are passing away, and you think, well, they were 
the same age as me, I am 46, and I am coming up to the 
time which tells us most black fellas don’t make it after 
this ... it is something that when you reach 40, this is, hit 
the hump and start heading down hill and white people 
hit 60 and think they hit the hump (Kay). 
Kay referred specifically to women’s services and 
stated in reference to one specific service, “I go there 
but I never feel comfortable there, I don’t go there as a 
client. I really do like women’s spaces but this space 
doesn’t make me feel like it is for me, it is a woman’s 
space I feel that, it’s not an Aboriginal woman’s space, 
the design of the space, it is a totally white designed 
space. There is nothing that identifies me to that place 
... I just won’t go there as a client because I don’t feel 
they cater for me as a black woman”. She came back to 
the point later in her interview when she was discussing 
notions of place, in reference to that specific service 
“there was no Aboriginality around the place, I didn’t 
see black people, I didn’t see black workers, I didn’t see 
any posters either ... that kind of says its not a place for 
me, maybe that’s an assumption but all of the things 
...that’s how I gauge whether it wants me to be part of 
its centre”. Kay’s expression of whether she feels 
included or not as part of the core is evident. She feels 
she is not. 
In her discussion around accessing health services 
generally, Kay described how she accessed services and 
identified a place as to whether “I’m just going to be 
sitting on the fringes as I have all my life, I don’t want 
to be, I want to find places where I can be part of the 
centre ...”. She identified the Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander health service as a place where 
Aboriginality is part of the centre, part of the thinking 
of the place and where she was not going to be left on 
the fringe as an Aboriginal woman. Kay argued that 
part of the difficulty with the health system and broader 
systems (education, society at large) was the centre that 
it operated from as its base. She means the ideology and 
foundation when she refers to the centre. She articulated 
that, “I want the white system to understand that we are 
not part of the white centre, we are on the fringe, we 
have not been included into that centre, and we won’t 
until the white system sees that”.  
In her interview, Kay referred to the ancestors 
throughout, linking the past to the present and to the 
future. Kay revealed that she is very much aware of her 
life span issues and her past health problems. She 
stated, “I am real proud of myself that I make sure my 
sons visit the doctors to have a check up, I try not to 
show them any of my fear”. “I don’t want to be sick. I 
don’t have grandchildren yet ... I want to be around to 
see a couple of grandchildren at least ... I ask the 
ancestors all the time to gift me that I can live”. Kay 
also demonstrated that she was very much aware of her 
reality in terms of the health status statistics for 
Aboriginal women, Aboriginal peoples and non-
Indigenous people. The quote I used from Kay at the 
commencement of this section is evidence of her 
awareness and her sense of the reality that Aboriginal 
women have shorter life expectancies. All the women I 
interviewed had a sense of the realities of their lives in 
relation to other Aboriginal women, Aboriginal people 
and the broader population. They additionally had a 
collective sense of the issues of the Aboriginal people 
that were in the generation/s before them and the 
generations of Aboriginal people that are following 
their lives. 
Kay discussed how she presents to people can often 
lead to misinterpretations of her and her needs at the 
time. “I know that I present, I try to present to the 
community as a woman whose got it together. I try not 
to come from a place of victim”. Kay explained that she 
wants people to understand that “even on the outside if 
we look like we have got it together, that mightn’t be 
what’s happening underneath and that we as 
Aboriginal peoples can be disempowered in different 
ways, when that has happened continually, you work up 
strategies”. Sometimes Kay said, in talking about 
herself, “... sometimes I just don’t have the energy in 
my spirit. I have to work up to [it], to have the courage 
to make the appointment”. It is at these times that we 
may be viewed “not wanting to come in”, “not 
interested”, or “don’t see it as important” rather than 
understanding there may be issues tied to fear, 
disempowerment, debilitation and re-traumatisation.  
Conclusion 
The arrival of the colonists, and the subsequent removal 
and dispossession of Aboriginal women from their 
traditional lands where relationships would be 
maintained and responsibilities carried out, has had a 
disastrous effect on Aboriginal women over the years. 
Through invasion and colonisation, Aboriginal women 
have experienced different forms of genocide and 
ethnocide that have attempted to exterminate and 
assimilate them. We know through these processes that 
Aboriginal women’s lives were disrupted to different 
degrees, depending on the level of penetration of the 
colonising dominant society. It is Aboriginal women 
who understand what has happened from the position of 
being, of having lived the experiences, having heard the 
stories and having seen and felt the pain as Aboriginal 
women. It is through the lives of Aboriginal women 
such as Kay that we are able to gain an understanding 
about the dominant culture in order to survive as 
Aboriginal women. It is Aboriginal women who have 
been required to gain meaning from and reinterpret the 
dominant culture, to be able to live within it as an 
Aboriginal woman.  
Aboriginal women are in the centre, in the margins, 
around and outside the margins in Australian society.  
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